Sheppard, James by Zukic, Sanela
Transcript 
"Home Is Where I Make It": 
African American Community and Activism in Greater Portland, Maine 
Interview: James Sheppard 
Date: 31 March 2001 
Location: Portland, Maine 
This is the "Home Is Where I Make It" oral history project. Today is March 31, 2001, in 
Portland, Maine. I'm Sanela Zukic and I'm interviewing Mr. Sheppard, James Sheppard. 
Mr. Sheppard, thank you for agreeing to be interviewed for this project. For the record, 
can you please spell your first name and last name? 
James A. Sheppard. 




Thank you. Now we're going to ask biographical questions. Where and when were you 
born? 
I was born in New York City. Did you ask when? In the year 1924. 
Okay. Could you tell me something about your family background? 
Yes, I'm one of four children. I have one sister , two brothers. But all of us were born in New 
York City, in Harlem. But just prior to the time I was born, my parents came from the West 
Indies. They immigrated from Antigua-that 's A-n-t-i-g-u-a , West Indies, to Canada. I'm not 
sure what city they went to in Canada; they went by merchant ship, and then they came to the 
United States in 1923. So my parents immigrated to the United States in 1923. I was born in 
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1924, and my parents had three more children after me. 
Okay. Can you tell me your parents' names? 
My father's name was the same as mine, James , senior. James A. Sheppard, senior. My 
mother's name? Catherine, that's C-a-t-h-e-r-i-n-e. Catherine Sheppard. 
And can you tell me something about them? 
Yes. In Antigua my father was in agriculture. He worked in the agricultural field; he was a sort 
of a foreman or a manager in the sugar cane fields for one of the sugar companies. They still do 
sugar manufacturing now. That's what he was doing. After he married my mother, they decided 
to go to Canada and the United States to make a living here. They did. My father worked in 
New York City. My mother didn't work; she remained at home and raised the four children. 
While we were attending school, she never worked. But my father passed away when he was 
around fifty years old, due to illness, but we were all grown by that time. In fact, two of us had 
already been in the army a while before that happened. My mother, at that time, for the first time 
in her life, worked. She got a job in New York City with a doctor's office as a receptionist. And 
then she worked for a few years, and by doing so she was able to earn some social security 
working towards retirement. And, of course, she probably got a few dollars from social security 
after my father died. And I stayed; most of us stayed at home with her until we married, and so 
that helped her. We all looked out for each other; it all worked out until we married and left 
home. And she eventually ended up living by herself in a pretty nice apartment house. My sister 
was pretty close to her. Lucky my sister was there for her almost every day. Even though my 
sister was married, she was always there up until the time she became ill and passed away when 





She was ninety. In New York City. 
Okay. Can you tell me something about your grandparents? And their names please? 
Now it's getting complicated. My grandfather's name, his first name. I'll think of it soon. Of 
course, it was Sheppard on my father's side. On my mother's side, her name was-I was just 
looking at that just the other day. I'll come up with those names pretty soon. Of course, he was 
Sheppard. I can almost see the names of them; I'll get those names soon. 
When I was talking about my grandfather. Remember I was talking about my grandfather? His 
first name was Roderick. That was his name; my grandfather's first name is Roderick Sheppard, 
R-o-d-e-r-i-c-k. And he married someone .. Athill, where does Athill fit in? A-t-h-i-1-1. Am I 
missing a name? I said Lake; we had Lake. So my grandparents were Sheppard and Lake; and 
one step beyond that was also Sheppard and Athill. That's two, three generations ago. It was A-t-
h-i-1-l on my mother's side and Sheppard on my father's side. Now you're talking 1800 or so, 
right? 
So I've gone back as far as about 1800 or so. 
If you can't remember that's okay. 
My grandmother-I'll talk about my grandmother. Well, my mother's maiden name was Lake, so, 
therefore, she was a Lake. L-a-k-e; my mother's parents. My father's parents were Sheppard; I 
just can't think of the first name. That takes care of the grandparents, right? That's down in 
Antigua, West Indies, we're talking about, in the Caribbean. 
Okay. And you already told us about your siblings, but can you just tell me again how 
many siblings you have? 
Well, one sister. 
And where are they now? 
-3-
Okay, my sister is still in New York City. She married and had one son, and they all live in New 
York City. And her son, of course, is my nephew, and he also lives in New York. She owns her 
own home; my sister, owns her own home in New York City. Then I have one brother named 
Walter; he lives in Florida. But he was born and raised in New York City, and after he retired 
from the police department, he went to Florida. He was a policeman in New York City. He lives 
in Palm Coast, Florida. The next brother, he fought in the Korean War, but after returning he 
went to school and became a radiologist. He retired from that just recently, anci he also moved to 
Florida. He lives in that place where Disneyland is. What's the name of that place? 
Orlando. 
That's it. He went to Orlando. So everyone moved from New York City except my sister. You 
see, I'm in Maine. 
You have four siblings? 
Well, four all together. Three siblings; I make number four. Maybe I threw you off. Four 
children all together. One girl. And the girl is still in New York; the boys have all left. By the 
way, my brother who lives in Palm Coast also was in the army. He spent three years in the army; 
he was in Japan. And the other one was in Korea; he spent two years in the army. And I spent 
three years in the army-air force. 
And what was life like for you as a child? 
During our school years, as a child? Well, New York City, being as it is, large cities tend to be 
pretty tough places for students or for youngsters as compared to the suburbs. New York City is 
a tough place for kids to be raised. It's not that you won't be successful in school; it's just that 
it's a tough environment. The kids around you are tough; it's a busy, busy place, and you gotta 
watch your step. And you learn at a very young age how to take care of yourself in dangerous 
areas and places. And we had to travel a long distance to go to school. Once you left elementary 
school, most likely you had to take the subway or a bus to high school. And so you really learned 
how to take care of yourself when you're a young teenager. A young teenager in New York City 
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really knows how to take care of themselves, look out for themselves when they're traveling and 
working and going to school. But the schools were excellent. I found the schools to be excellent: 
elementary, while I was in, while I was in middle school as they call it here. I had to take a 
language; I learned French. Everyone had to learn a language. I took French; my brothers, for 
some reason, they preferred Spanish. I had to take math, business training, physical ed-very 
good courses. 
That's the question I was supposed to ask you next about the educational background. So .. 
Well , educational background that would be public school system in New York, public school. 
Elementary, junior high, and high school. And in New York City, we're talking about a place 
with a thousand schools, you understood; there's at least a thousand schools in New York. 
We're talking about a place with 13 million people. Can you believe that? 
Yes. 
But New York City is divided into 5 sections, and each section is called a borough. So when you 
total up all 5 boroughs, including Manhattan island-which most people know about because 
Manhattan island has 7 million people on it-and there's 13 million when you total them all up. 
So you got about a thousand schools. But the schools were excellent back in the . 1940s. I can't 
vouch for them now, because I'm not there and I don't' have any students in school any longer. 
But when my children were going to school in New York City in the 1950s, it was still excellent. 
1950s and I'll vouch for it up to the 1960s. I know that much: the schools were excellent. And 
you had such a choice. Take for instance, in the high school system they have regular high 
schools and they have technical high schools. I chose to attend a technical aviation high school. 
So when I graduated from there, I was a trained aviation mechanic. I was also prepared to go to 
college; I had taken all the college courses. The timing was such that the war had started while I 
was in high school, so what I did when I left high school, three or four months later I went into 
the army during World War II. 
And how did you like school? 
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I loved it. I liked it, I really liked school. My grades were always good, and in addition to my 
regular curriculum, from I guess it was from 9 in the morning until 3:30 in the afternoon, I added 
on to it by taking some radio electronic courses that were part of the school system for free if you 
were interested. Instead of just put in the five-hour day, I was putting in six-hour days at school. 
So not only was I an aviation mechanic when I left, I was also an electronics technician. And also 
prepared to go to college. What prevented me from going to college was the war. 
So you went to college? 
No. No. 
You didn't? 
No, I did not because the war had started in 1939, but the United States went to war in 1941. And 
I graduated in 1942. I guess I should have told you I graduated from high school in 1942 and 
went into the army during the war. 
So did you go to college at all? 
Beg your pardon? 





Well I shouldn't say never. After I came out of the army I attended a two-year technical college 
again to finish up my training in order to get some certificates that I needed. A viation mechanics 
and pilots have to have certificates. I didn't have my mechanic's certificate even though I was a 
trained mechanic. So I attended the technical college for two years, and that got me through, and 
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I was able to follow my career in aviation which I started in high school and I stayed in it all my 
life. Aviation. Through the army, through the war, after the war, up to now. That's why I came 
to Maine-in aviation. 
Okay. And what kind of job did you have in your life? 
Well, right after high school, let's see, there was a two-month gap there: June to October, June to 
August. I had to do something until I was eighteen years old. So I got a job making dolls, and I 
was a doll maker when I was eighteen. I used to make Shirley Temple dolls at a factory in New 
York City. That was just to carry me over 'til the month of October, when I joined the army. 
Then I went into aviation and became an aviation mechanic in the Air Force and a flight 
engineer. Now after the war-talk about jobs-I started working for the airlines in New York City 
as an aviation mechanic out at John F. Kennedy airport. They had a different name in those days, 
but it's the same place. Then I worked for the airlines for umpteen years until I got a job with the 
federal government as an aviation safety inspector with the Federal Aviation Administration. 
You may want to write that down, the FAA. In 1957. So from 1945, when I came out of the 
army after the war, until 1957 I worked with the airlines as an aviation mechanic. You know 
what that is, right? The mechanics with the airlines. 
Yeah. 
Okay, then in 1957 I started working for the federal government with the Federal Aviation 
Administration, FAA. And they trained me to be an inspector, and I remained in that position as 
a FAA inspector until I retired in 1985. That called for me to move a lot. I had to move from 
New York City, after I got that job. I went down to New Jersey. Then I moved from New Jersey 
to Albany, New York. And then I moved from Albany, New York, to Portland, Maine. Then I 
moved from Portland, Maine, to Manchester. And I moved from Manchester back to Portland. 
That's what, about every seven years or so I had to move. That's the kind of work that I was 
doing. We had to move. So the family moved three times. I moved five times they only moved 
three times. It got to the point that my wife said that, 'If it's in the furtherance of your career to 
move, you go ahead and move. I'll wait' [laughter] 'until you come back.' So, I liked the 
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training I got. I like school. I got the job, and school prepared me for the kind of work that I 
wanted to do. You know. It opened the military and civilian life, and when that happens to you 
it's almost as though it's your hobby. It's almost like being paid to do your hobby, because I'm 
also an airplane pilot and I had to do some logs as an FAA inspector. I did some flying for the 
government. And I'm still an airplane pilot. 
And could you tell me something about your own family? 
Okay, my family. I have three boys and a girl. I've been married twice. And when I married the 
second time-I had one son the first marriage-when I remarried, my wife had a daughter, so that 
made two children right off the bat. And then I had three more children after her. And that 
comes up to five, right? They all started school in New York City. They all attended public 
school in New York City until I moved up here. In 1971 I moved to Maine. And they transferred 
to the local schools in Westbrook; they completed their school in Westbrook. They all went on 
to college one at a time. And finally the last daughter completed college up at Bates College a 
few years ago. I attended all the graduations, but I really couldn't even tell you the dates. One 
son graduated from USM and the youngest boy graduated from MIT-Massachusetts Institute of 
Technology-in Cambridge, Massachusetts. Starting with him. He is a professor now in 
Alabama teaching aerospace engineering; his name is Eric. The other boy lives in Kittery, and 
he's into marketing; that's Robert. He's into marketing. Unfortunately, our daughter passed 
away in Florida. She contracted something and just couldn't handle it, and she passed away two 
years ago in Florida. I forgot to mention her before, that's because she passed away. And I have 
a son in New York City who's a horticulturalist-that's a form of agriculture-in New York City. 
His name is Arthur. 
So altogether how many children do you have? 
I have 5 children. There are 2 daughters and 3 sons. They live in Maine, New York, 
Washington, D.C., and Maryland. 
And do you have grandchildren? 
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Yes, I have 7 grandchildren. There are 3 granddaughters and 4 grandsons. They live in Maine , 
Maryland, and Florida. 
So can you tell me something about them? 
Well, you mean grandchildren right? Two of them are still in middle school in Kittery , but the 
other two have already graduated from high school in Florida and are out working. 
Do you know what they're doing? 
I'm not certain, but they all are working, except for the 2 in Maine and 1 in Maryland, who are 
still attending public school. We also have a great granddaughter in Portland. 
Good. Now we'd like to talk about family and community tradition. How long have you 
been in Maine? 
1971. The winter of ' 71 until the winter of 2001. 
And when and why did your family come to Maine? 
Okay, my job transferred me. My job sent me here. The Federal Aviation Administration sent 
me here to work the office at the Portland Jetport . 
And how do you think that living in Maine affected your family's life experience? 
We profited from it. As you know, when you travel you profit from traveling ; just simply 
traveling and seeing, meeting more people and seeing new places. And to be raised in three 
different cities in three different states, there's a wealth of knowledge out there just moving and 
living in those areas. When the boys came to Westbrook school, they both met people and 
learned things that they probably would not have in New York City or Jersey. So I would say 
they gained a lot by moving to Maine. In addition to their training in New York City , they had a 
real well-rounded education. You take a place like New York City; now, there's a lot oftalk 
about the census and everything, of different people of different backgrounds. I remember when 
I was in my classrooms in 1939 and 1940, I had students from Germany, including one student 
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who was of the Jewish faith in Germany. And his family had the resources to send him to New 
York. This is in 1939. Sent him mainly to get him out of Nazi Germany. He was one of the 
students in my class and he had a thing on his hand like a ... 
The number? 
I guess it was a number, an identification number. So that goes all the way back to those years: 
1937, 1939. Most people think of 1945 with the Holocaust, but prior to that this was happening 
to those people back in 1937 because I had them in my class. When they came to the United 
States, they had to learn English. They were learning English while they were sitting in the same 
class with me. And half of the class was made up of African Americans; a little less than half 
were Latinos, Hispanics. And then I had a few people from Ireland, and a few people from 
Sweden throughout my whole school experience in New York City, which is something you 
don't get in areas like this. You know, from kindergarten on up. So it's not unusual; a New 
Yorker is at ease with foreigners when you grow up in New York City. No sweat, you know, 
meeting foreigners or working with foreigners when you grew up. That's an advantage of being 
raised in a place like New York City. Coming up to Maine, I say there's other features that may 
be better. To me the schools are smaller here. 
Yeah. 
Down there it was nothing to have thousands of people in your school. 
That's the next question. 
You didn't have a chance down there. Even when I went to school, I didn't have a chance to do a 
lot of things that my kids had a chance to do here because up here there's not that much 
competition. Down there, for every team or every whatever, there was so much competition for 
it that you were lucky to even get your name on the list in New York City schools. Whereas up 
here, my sons got to play football on the team. No way in the world could they have played 
football in New York City. Got on the track team. No way in the world would they have gotten 
on the track team in New York City with all that competition down there. They wouldn't have 
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gotten it. Just like me, I couldn't even have gotten on first base in New York City schools 
because I just couldn't keep up with the competition, you know. A lot of athletes and a lot of 
smart people down in New York. So they gained that way; they were able to participate in more 
activities here than they every would have in New York City. In school. 
That was next question I was supposed to ask you. What are the differences you find 
between living in Maine and other places in the United States? 
Oh, the competition is so keen in New York City that most of time you get left out. You really 
gotta work hard in New York City to get ahead, to stay in front of the pack. I mean study; you 
gotta study hard. 
What are your experiences raising children? 
My experiences raising children? Well, seeing to it that they attended school and seeing to it 
that they did their homework. That sort of thing. That's standard I guess; regular stuff, I guess. I 
don't know how to answer that. Between my wife and I, we saw to it that they did a lot of 
reading. And we did a lot of traveling. We did a lot of traveling to the Caribbean and South 
America, and we took them with us. In addition to seeing to it that they did their work at school. 
And they excelled, especially the one that's a professor now. The youngest one gained. You 
know, you learn a lot. You don't know anything with your first son; you get better as you have 
more children. By the time number five was born, we knew exactly how to channel things. And 
I think that's why he came out number one. With my frrst son, I didn't learn anything. [laughter] 
I shouldn't say that; he's the horticulturalist in New York. 
And what differences do you think there are between then and now? 
What period of time? Then, when? My experience or my kids' experiences? 
When you were raising your children and what difference to you see from there and now? 
Well, when we started raising our children we were in New York City. And being New York 
City, the kind of place it is, we had to keep track of what they were doing and who their friends 
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were. We made them show who their friends were and who they were associating with after 
school. Done with class, done in school. They were disciplined pretty good in school, you 
know , by the teachers and what have you. They behaved themselves; we saw to it that they 
behaved. We followed the work that they were doing. I used to look at my sons' homework; 
even my number one son, I used to review his homework at night. 
So what do you think? How is it today? Is it different now? 
Different. It's different now and I can prove it because I do volunteer work here at the schools 
in Maine. 
[side B] 
Okay, we were at different experiences, like how it used to be raising children. 
I find that in New York City the parents kept closer watch on their children's after school 
activities than the parents do up here in Maine. Because down there, there was a lot of notoriety 
in New York City. So you have to be careful. You have to. My father did it with me, and I did it 
with my children. My father actually kept an eye on me after school, my activities. I mean, he 
actually was there, you know, watching. And I picked up that habit, and I did the same thing 
with my children to see to it that they weren't taking the wrong path because it's easy to do in 
New York City. 
So what do you think how is it today? 
Today the parents are not doing that at all. 
They're not taking ... 
Not at all. In fact, through my experiences here with the school system as a mentor ... 
You're a mentor? 
Yes. I find that the parents are not doing that at all. The students that I work with, of course, I 
ask them 'What's going on?' and 'Why is it you're in a position where you can't keep up with 
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the work?' Well, it always comes out that their parents are not paying attention to what they're 
doing after school. And they ' re all bright kids; they're all smart. And by the time the term is 
through I usually have them up to speed. And they don ' t need assistance any longer for the next 
term by the time I'm through with them. Myself and the other mentors. But the reason why they 
need mentors is because they're not getting mentoring at home. The parents aren't monitoring 
their homework , seeing to it that they do it. They're not; it's not being done. They don't seem to 
know what activities that they're participating in on their days off, like on Saturdays and 
Sundays; they just do as they please. Discipline, I guess is what the subject is; the discipline is 
not there nowadays. This has nothing to do with kids fighting each other in school. That's 
another thing. That happens all the time and always have and never will stop. I'm talking about 
raising the kids so that they'll be decent citizens when they leave school. Preparing the kids for 
what to do when you leave school and you're on your own when you reach eighteen years old. 
When I went into the army, I was on my own from there on out. But my parents prepared me for 
that time when I reached eighteen and I'd be leaving home. And my sister and my brothers , all of 
us. And I don't see that now; I don't see that happening now. Here in Maine. I left New York 
City, so I don't know about that anymore. 
In what ways were you involved in your children's lives to help them to succeed in life? 
Whenever any of our children were participating in a program in a school, there's always the 
time when they invite the parents. We always made sure we were there. One of the two ofus or 
both of us would be there to just be there and to show them that we 're interested. Plus it helped 
when they went home. we could prompt them and school them in how to handle it next time. 
That sort of thing, you know? Whenever they played games, even though I was never really 
interested in track or football, really-still am not- but I made it a point to be there with my 
camera , so they could see their father there watching them. He's interested. That's all you have 
to do. You don't have to egg them and shake their hand and pat them on the back. Just being 
there makes the difference. I learned that when I was a kid. Just knowing my father was across 
the street there like that , watching me, made a big difference. And the parents aren't doing this 
now. 
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Okay, let's move to the next question. What are some of the most important holidays that 
you celebrate? 
Well, I would say, I would say Easter and Christmas, simply because it's a religious thing. My 
wife's the religious one; not myself as much as my wife. But Easter and Christmas, those 
religious holidays. Birthdays, naturally, if that's on the list. Always. Always. I remember my 
father and mother would never allow a birthday to go by. And we were always on the poor side. 
I didn't mention that before; that was in New York City. We were poor people in New York 
City. After they came to the United States, the kind of job he had really didn't pay that much 
money, you know. My father never let a birthday go by without a cake. On the day of the 
birthday. If it fell on Tuesday, there was a cake there on Tuesday when he came home. Didn't 
wait until Saturday to do it, it was Tuesday. And you learn a lot that way, you know, when you 
see that sort of thing. And we still do it. And when we're traveling and when someone's 
birthday falls while we're away, we pick up a little souvenirs, little things, so when we come 
back home to Portland we say, 'Here's something for your birthday.' You know, something 
worth five cents, ten, fifty cents, nothing expensive, that sort of thing. That's important. You've 
gotta let the kids know that you're there for them, that you care what they're doing. It doesn't 
mean you have to hang around them all the time; they just have to understand that by doing this 
sort of thing. 
And what special traditions do you and your family have during those holidays? 
As far as the services in church go, just attending the service and attending. Christmas Eve. We 
used to attend church on Christmas Eve; not any longer. But that's one of the things that we used 
to do on the day before Christmas. Take the kids along. But so much has changed since the kids 
have left and on their own that we don't have these things any longer. That's why I'm trying to 
remember what it was we used to do with them. But we used to gather together and go as a 
group, you know. Even back in the New York City days. It was a larger group because it was 
my parents had four of us. There was six of us that went to all these things: Christmas, Easter 
services in church. I'm still talking about church. But in addition to that we'd have lots of 
summer events: picnics and that sort. But that's separate; that's a different thing. 
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I think you already mentioned were those traditions passed on to you by parents or 
grandparents. 
We try. Don't know if it's true. We try to pass these things down to the kids because they did it, 
and we're hoping that they'll follow in our footsteps and do the same thing for their children, you 
know. I would say that they do. From what I can see, they do. 
So what is the most important lesson you learned from your parents? 
Most important lesson. Well, for one thing to be truthful, that's for sure. Be truthful. And the 
most important thing we always learned-since we can remember ourselves-is respecting other 
people's property and respecting our elders. See, in New York City while we were growing up I 
had uncles and aunts and they also kept their eye on me. And whenever we visited our uncles 
and aunts, we had to say 'hello,' 'good morning,' and when we left we had to say 'goodbye.' 
And if it was an aunt, we would kiss them; uncles and things we shook our hands. Respect. 
Respect was a big thing in our family. Respect your elders. And I try to impress the kids today 
to be the same. There's no such thing as calling your uncle and aunts on a first name basis, never 
ever. No first names; it's uncle, first name, right? You don't say 'John' or 'James'; it's 'Uncle 
John,' 'Uncle James.' None of that baloney; knock your block off if you went and called your 
uncle 'James.' That's respect. And we try to hand that down, and to respect other people's 
property: their car, their homes, their lawns. It's their property; you leave it alone. You don't 
destroy it, or, worse yet, steal it. 
Do you ever have family reunions? 
Hardly ever, hardly ever. 
What are they like? 
We're spread out so far around, we're spread out so much so that we have little reunions, little 
itty baby reunions. This past Christmas, my wife and I went down to Antigua, the same place 
where my parents were born. And while we were there we spent two weeks gathering all our 
relatives together, and we all got together on Christmas Day. We went down there at Christmas. 
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I have one aunt that's still alive; she was born in maybe 1915-somewhere around there. So 
she's still alive, up there in age. And the cousins, their children. I have a lot of cousins there in 
the Caribbean. And we had a couple of get-togethers down there. Christmas and that. We plan 
to do it again this year. Whenever any of them travel to the United States , we try to set up a date 
where we can get together and everyone can see each other. So we do have that sort of family 
reunion. But they ' re not formal. These aren't things when you send letters out a some families 
do. They have reunions in nice, you know, rented places , ballrooms, and all that sort of thing. 
But we don't do that. 
And how often are they held? 
Well , we have these reunions at least one a year somewhere. Somewhere we ' re going to meet 
each other. In the year 2000 it was down in Antigua , my parents' home. And this year I don't' 
know exactly where we'll meet up. Maybe right down in New York City, which is the easiest 
place for all ofus. All roads lead to New York City in my family because that's where we lived 
and that's where we were raised. It's easy to get to New York. In the United States , the easiest 
place to go to is New York City. All airlines and all railroads and all bus companies run to New 
York-none of them come to Portland. 
I know. 
It's the hardest place to get a ride to on the airline is Portland. 
Because it's small. 
Well, it ' s getting off the subject a little bit. It's not because it's small, it's because the way Maine 
is positioned in the United States map. Maine is up in this corner; California's in that comer if 
you look at the US map. Maine is the only state in the United States that only has one American 
neighbor , one other state next to it. Every other state in the United States has as many as two 
other American states; some have four states. But when the airlines and the bus companies come 
up to Maine they have to make au-tum and go back, and sometimes they have to go back empty , 
which is one of the reasons they don't like to come to Maine. It's not a through state. The 
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through states like New York and Massachusetts: the airlines can go into Massachusetts and then 
go on, pick up and keep on going, right, and they're still in the United States. If you go north of 
here, you're in a foreign country, right? You're in Canada. That's the reason why transportation 
is difficult in Maine. 
And what can you tell me about your neighborhood? And did your neighborhood have 
any traditions or activities? 
I would say that this neighborhood that we're in now, we really have not met too many 
neighbors. And then even after we meet them, they move. The families move around a lot. We 
don't' have any real close friends in our neighborhood; we know our neighbors, but not really. 
We don't hang out with them. You know, we don't go out. Christmas, of course, everybody 
sends cards. We were closer in New York City, in the neighborhoods over there because there 
was always a lot of activity on these days like Christmas. We went from house to house, 
apartment to apartment. 
So you were, like, together? 
Together more in New York City than here. Oh sure, much more. 
Like the people come together from neighborhoods? 
In New York City? Well they didn't even have to come from other neighborhoods. See, in New 
York City-remember I told you there was 13 million people, right? 
Yes. 
So you didn't even have to get in your car or on the subway to visit your neighbors. You walked. 
And you had lots and lots of gatherings, and lots oflots of parties within walking distance. Up 
here, living in private homes, you only get about 15 homes in a street. And most people don't 
even hardly know each other up here. So there's not that much of that up here for us at all. 
And our third topic is activism and leadership. What community or religious groups have 
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you participated in during your life so far? 
Myself? 
Yeah. 
Okay. I'm a member of the Lions Club. The Lions Club may even be in Yugoslavia. The Lions 
Club is an international organization. Are you familiar with the Lions Club? 
Not really. 
It's a group of volunteers, and they have as a symbol a lion. And it's all over the United States, 
all over the world, international. And I've been a member of that, and I was president of it for a 
while. And I brought something here from them, too-the Lions Club. I hope I have it so I can 
show it to you. Then you'll recognize this the next time you see it. Oh, here, this is a badge. 
That is from after I was president of the local Lions Club. This club is situated all over the 
country. They have chapters in every state, and in Europe, South America, Caribbean, Africa, 
too. Different chapters. 
This sign looks familiar. 
I've been with them for ten, twelve years; that's a volunteer group. We raise money and we help 
people in need. They need eye glasses, they need money. 
What role did you play in this group? 
Well, we really look for people who need assistance financially and medically, especially with 
eye glasses. We really specialize in eye care. We find people who need eye glasses or eye 
examinations, optometrists; we pay for that sort of thing. Now, in order for us to do this, we 
have to raise money. Nobody gives it to us; the members, like myself, we go out and collect 
money. We sell things. We sell hot dogs in the summer around here; we sell all sorts of things. 
And the money that we earn, we save it in the bank and then we distribute it throughout the year 
to people who need help. The Lions Club. You gotta remember that because you're gonna see 
that again. See that symbol down there, the figure L? 
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It looks familiar; I think I saw it. 
And a couple of other clubs like that I belong to. And, of course, I do the mentoring. That's a 
little different. That is volunteer work; I don't' get paid for mentoring. I put many hours in on 
both of those organizations. 
What are some of the ... ? 
And all of this is in Portland. In Maine. 
Okay, what are some of the contributions that you made in your community? 
Okay, actually we're talking about the very same thing. You figure the time involved in that, 
right? I have to spend a lot of time; it's not just one hour a week or two hours a week. This is a 
continuing thing; we're always working at it. So it takes a lot of time, plus we attend meetings. 
We have two meetings a month, each one runs about two hours. So that's a contribution. And 
also with the mentoring, right? That was about 4 hours a week; I just stopped it last year because 
I did it for 11 years and I just figured I had enough of that. Mentoring right? In the school 
system. I belong to a couple of other things that I'm not even member of anymore. But I've 
done a lot of volunteer work up here in Maine. And another thing: every once in a while I'm 
asked to give a lecture about World War II. A lot of interest generated about World War II, you 
know. And I remember, too, I used to fly over Yugoslavia during the war when I was in the Air 
Force. I didn't say anything about my military time here at all I noticed. 
But anyway, all these things are time consuming and takes a lot of time when you're joining 
clubs like that and the school system. Your time is not even your own. So I can't think of any 
other organizations off the top of my head that I've worked with up here. A lot of clubs, we've 
gone to a lot of clubs up here. 
And what do you feel or think about your participation with those groups? 
Oh, it's worthwhile, you know. It's really worth doing it. Getting involved and stuff like that. 
Especially the mentoring program. That you could actually see some benefits coming out of it 
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for the students. You see that happen right over the course of five months. 
I have a mentor, too. 
Okay. Really? 
Yeah. 
Okay. Whoever your mentor is, they can see changes throughout the weeks. By the time the term 
ends they can see a change. So that's a real worthwhile thing, and all retired men and women 
should get into that program. 
Yeah, my mentor's great. Okay, the next question. Can you tell me about any particular 
challenges that you or your family faced? 
Yeah. The biggest challenge of all was getting a decent job because of my race. That's the 
biggest challenge of all. That's an ongoing thing; that's every day. You don't walk around 
looking for it; it's there. And you sense it. But it hasn't stopped me from doing anything, I'll say 
that much. It has hindered me. Okay, discrimination is like throwing stumbling blocks. You get 
two runners in a race, right? And they're running around a track. And this guy is a white guy 
and this is a Black guy. And they start off together when they're born, but what happens as 
they'll go around the track, people keep throwing stumbling blocks. People keep throwing 
stumbling blocks in front of the Black guy. Really. And so what happens by the time the race 
ends, this guy is way ahead. But the point I'm trying to make here: it doesn't stop me. It doesn't 
stop you. I'm afraid a lot of Black men and women after a few years of this sort of thing get 
pissed off and they say, 'The hell with it. It's better to go on welfare and get free money than it is 
to put up with that crap.' 




Yeah. This has nothing to do with a person's performance; this has nothing to do with a person's 
intelligence; this has nothing to do with the ability to do things. It's just that way. That there's 
one group who feels that they want everything for themselves and they're gonna keep throwing 
stumbling blocks in front of you. I've had a lot of stumbling blocks thrown in front of me in 
answer to your question. 
So you had the experience. 
After spending three years in the war, right? I was moving in Italy. And I was in Africa and Italy 
for eighteen months fighting the war. When I came back in the United States, the airlines still 
wouldn't hire me because I was an African American; that's why they wouldn't hire me. Even 
though they knew that I was a trained mechanic; they knew that I could do the work. And they 
told me that. Just like we're sitting here. I'd walk into the office, fill out the forms, and I 
remember one woman telling me, 'Well, we have enough colored mechanics already; we have 
enough.' And that went on and on and on. So what I would go somewhere else. A lot of my 
friends, after one or two of those kind of confrontations, just said, 'To hell with it,' and they went 
on to something else. They joined the post office. Now these were all trained people who could 
do technical work, should get paid in accordance with their training, their skill. They joined the 
police department. They became cops, firemen, mailmen, and that's not taking anything away 
from those guys because they had to take a written test and a physical to get that job. But after 
being trained as a technician the way that we were, it was a shame to lose all that training. 
Well, I was one of the guys that took a long time to get married. I didn't get married right off the 
bat, you know. I didn't get married until the 1950s and I got out of the army in 1945. But all my 
friends from the Air Force got married; they had girl friends waiting for them, you now. And 
once they married, the next thing you know a year later they had children. They couldn't take the 
risks that I did. I took a lot of chances. I was in aviation. And then I was a pilot, too. I was both 
a mechanic and a pilot, but I didn't even look for pilot jobs. I was looking for mechanics' jobs. 
And finally I found what I wanted, and I stayed with it, but it called for a lot of moving. I moved 
so many times. Most families don't like to move, but in order for me to stay in my profession, I 
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had to move. And every time I moved, I advanced myself. Every time, I kept advancing. When 
I retired here in 1987, I had one of the top jobs in the FAA. One of the top, top jobs when I 
retired from here, and I got a very good retirement and everything. But that sort of thing, this 
confrontation all the time because you're an African American. Now the difference-you asked 
me if it's still here and I said yes-the difference is that in 1945 this woman in personnel says, 
'Because you're a colored man, we're not going to hire you.' 
It was in Italy right? 
Oh, no. Okay, I don't want to throw you off. After I came out of the army I was a civilian, right? 
Looking for a job with the airlines as a civilian. That's when that happened. I went to the 
airlines in New York to work as a mechanic, and that's when that happened. They said, 'No 
we're not going to hire you because you're colored.' Nowadays they do it a little differently. If 
they don't want to hire you, they'll still give you the application, right? And you'll turn it in, 
they'll shake your hand and say 'good luck,' and you'll never hear from them again, right? 
They'll throw it in the trash; that's how they handle it now. Not everybody, because if everyone 
did it I wouldn't have gotten in aviation, right? But I kept after them, I kept after them. 
Eventually I found an airline that would hire me. After they saw me two or three times they 
probably figured that I was serious. And I always tell my friends, and I still tell them that if 
you're looking for an important position in this country, be prepared to be interviewed and go 
and back to see them three times. You just set your time up that way. The first time you visit and 
you fill out the forms, they don't pay it much attention and they'll place it in the files. You gotta 
come back again next week and remind them. Now they'll sit up and take notice, and then 
they'll say, 'Okay, we'll think it over.' Most of the time it takes three visits to get a good 
position, a good job. And I tell all my friends and family: be prepared to do that three times 
maybe in the course of maybe two or three months, in order for them to take notice. And that's 
how I got the good jobs that I got. Always. Even filling out the applications, I sometimes had to 
do that three times. And you have to have the patience to do that, and most of my friends didn't. 
So they just dropped by the wayside and got mediocre jobs. And as far as money goes, I got 
triple my salary compared to what my friends did down there because they didn't want to put up 
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with this business of going back, going back, and being turned down. You know they'd become 
angry. And then they got a family to raise; they have to get a steady job. And I didn't have to. I 
stayed home with my mother [laughter] during the first seven, eight years while I was doing this, 
you know? And she kept saying, 'James, why don't you go and ... ? When are you going to get a 
good job?' Because I kept chasing the airlines, right, until I finally found what I wanted. I 
wouldn't do anything else. I did work-little jobs, you know-until I found what I wanted. Then I 
was successful after that. So discrimination is there, I'm afraid to say, but it's under the rug. 
They won't say it to you now. 
It's almost the next question is what I was also going to ask about the challenges. How did 
you face them and overcome them? 
Well, I I faced it. I just kept doing it over and over, and just kept going back and going back. I 
just kept going back, hoping that I wouldn't run out oftime and health by the time I was hired, 
you know. And a lot of the guys who were in my squadron did the same thing I did in California 
and Michigan, in two other states. Just a handful of us. Out of about a thousand of us who were 
trained that way, I bet you no more than about a hundred of us found jobs. Out of a thousand. 
Because of discrimination. 
Okay, let's move to the next question. What is the relationship between your family's 
success and your participation in the community? 
Well, my immediate family's success really was based on the work that I did. My career. Not 
really the community as far as success goes. Am I answering that right? As far as the 
community? 
Mhmm. 
My family's success was really based upon my career, not the community; it had really had 
absolutely nothing to do with it. Unless you want to include the job I was doing as being part of 
the community, but then, of course, everything to do with my success was the job that I had in 
aviation. 
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And about the community, who do you see as a leader? From the community. 
Who do I see as a leader? 
And who sees you as a leader? And who do you see as a leader in this community? 
In this community. Gee. Maybe talking about politics or people in church, I don't know. 
Really. 
I would have to say as leaders I would have to choose some of the politicians that I've dealt with 
here as leaders. [tape 2] 
Who do you see in the community as a leader? Who sees you as a leader? And how do you 
see yourself as a leader? 
I'll start with myself. I would say that I encourage all of my sons and daughters, nieces and 
nephews, and the students that I work with at the school here in Portland to go in for science. Go 
in for the sciences. Learn your math and study hard and I guarantee you, if you study hard and 
get high grades, you're gonna go to college, because if you get high enough grades you can be 
able to go to college for free. Not athletic scholarships. Scholarships for academics, not 
athletics. My youngest son, because he kept such high grades-here, again, getting back to my 
youngest because by the time he came we knew what to do, right-he had such high grades in 
high school over there that Texaco agreed to send him to Boston University. Texaco oil 
company. His grades were so high. Academic, not athletic. So I find that these few lectures that 
I've been giving in the school system. When I was with the FAA as an inspector I was sent from 
time to time as part of the FAA's program, the Federal Government, into the schools just before 
graduation to try to encourage the students or to instruct the students in what to do in order to get 
into the profession that I was in. That sort of thing. And basically it was science and getting 
high grades in school. In that way I was able to encourage them, I guess, and advise them as to 
how to get ahead. And it works; it always works. The business about the scholarships, you 
know, most parents can't afford to send their kids to these good schools. That's where the 
scholarship comes in. And by the time my youngest son was starting college that really saved my 
life because I was paying for three students at one time. Some were :finishing, some had finished, 
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and some were in the middle; some were finishing and here comes another guy. And he really 
saved us because by getting that scholarship for two years down at Boston University I was able 
to keep up. Then I helped him when he went to MIT; he couldn't handle that by himself. And 
now he's a professor, so it works. 
Okay. And what are some special and unique things about the African American 
community here in Portland? 
The fact that there are so many Black foreigners coming to Maine, it's pretty interesting. That's 
unique. Unique for a cold climate and a state like Maine. So many foreigners are coming from 
Africa. So many Africans are coming into Maine, I would think that Catholic Charities and the 
State Department would transfer them to places like Florida or Virginia, where the weather's 
warm instead than send them here. Well, that being so, I find it interesting that they're doing so 
well. I'm glad to see that because my wife and I were concerned when the African students first 
started arriving here in the 1970s or '80s. We used to contact the different organizations and we 
invited some of the African students, after they were here for a couple of months, for dinner. 
And we'd pick them up with the car and then take them back home. And we used to give them 
sweaters and things; we couldn't figure out how they were going to make it out through their first 
winter. But they're doing well. They survived, right? Just like anyone else. All of those that 
I've met coming in from Africa are doing well. What else? I can't think of anything else. As far 
as the community here is different from any other community that I've lived in in the United 
States. We have Black immigrants come in to Maine. But when I was in New York City, we 
had tons of them coming in to New York City, so I was accustomed to that anyway before I even 
came to Maine. It wasn't odd to see Africans immigrating to New York, you know, coming 
through there every year when I was going to school. And they were in my classes; they couldn't 
even speak English. Back in the 1930s and '40s. 
See, when my children came to Maine they were accustomed to seeing foreigners, they were 
accustomed to living with foreigners. The local students here are not accustomed to it. And they 




Here. Oh yeah. Not in New York City. 
You mean the Africans? 
No, no. The citizens in Maine. The students and their parents, the people who live here. They're 
always making jokes about how the Africans look and how the Indians look, the way they comb 
their hair, the way they dress. Whereas back home in New York City that did not exist, simply 
because from the time they started kindergarten they had foreigners in their class. See the 
difference? Down there they don't joke about foreigners like they joke about foreigners here. 
I guess it's because there are a lot of people. 
They're not accustomed to it here. 
And it's different. 
The people in Maine are not accustomed to seeing foreigners; they're accustomed to seeing one 
kind of person all their lives. One of the problems I had when I moved into this office in Maine, 
I became a supervisor and the secretary would call on the phone. I'd pick up my phone up over 
there, and she says, 'There's a guy here with a funny sounding name.' Well, what the beck's a 
funny sounding name? I never heard anyone make a statement like that before, especially 
someone working for the public. What's funny about the name? Well, usually it was a 
Scandinavian name and they weren't accustomed to that. If it was an Hispanic name, oh, that 
was even worse. They couldn't understand it. And it was a big joke between the women: 'Oh, 
tee hee look at that.' But they're learning here because there are so many immigrants now from 
foreign countries that it is changing for the better here. 
Yeah, because now there are a lot of different people and they really get used to it. 
Yeah, you can walk through the mall, they look at you. People. You walk down the mall, people 
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in New York City and Boston, they don't do that. When you walk around the shopping centers 
and mall in New York City and Florida, when you pass people-unless you know them-you don't 
stop and look around to see what they look like. But you go to the mall down here, and if an 
African goes by, everybody stops and looks back to see what they-or Indian; I mean Indian from 
India. Or even Caucasians from Europe dress differently and they carry themselves differently; 
people stop to look and say, 'How come they're dressed like that?' Well, it's none of their 
business how come they dress that way. They're not accustomed to it here, but it's changing for 
the better. I'm glad a lot of immigrants are beginning to come into Maine. Really. It's good for 
the state. 
Yes. Okay, let's move to the other questions. What did you bring today that has special 
meaning for you? 
Okay, there's something from the Lions Club. That's the mentoring program that I participate in 
in Maine, right? I'm a member of this club, the Lions Club. And stufflike that. That's all I 
have here. What is this? Oh, every year in this country they set one month aside as what they call 
Black Heritage Month. African American ... 
Black History Month. 
They call it Black History Month. Time Warner cable, that's the television company, they asked 
me to give a lecture at the university about Black aviators during World War II. And Time 
Warner presented me with that plaque after I had completed the lecture. I've set up a program; 
title of the program is African American Aviators. It's about Black pilots in the United States, 
including the military. And I set up a slide show and an overhead projector show. It takes one 
hour to show them. My wife operates the projector, while I narrate up on the stage. Now I've 
done that at Colby College twice, I've did it at USM three times, and I've done it for some of the 
local clubs. I'm gonna do it Wednesday at a club out at Cape Elizabeth. And that's where I get 
these plaques from. And it's usually during Black History Month, February. In fact, Time 
Warner gave me one year's free cable service. Plus a lot of stuff they gave me: presents and 
trinkets. That's the sort of thing that I do, now, since I've retired. 
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I see here three different things. One for the mentoring program, one for the Lion ... 
Lions Club. 
Lions Club. 
And one's for .... 
So that's Black history month. 
Black history, presentations during Black History Month, speeches. 
Alright. And .. 
What else did I bring? I didn't know exactly what, so I brought a lot of little things here that I 
could think of while I was sitting there the other day. These are organizations that I belong to. 
And I even brought this to show you-my time during the war. The army gives you that when you 
leave the army, right? These are some pictures and stuff of what we did during the war. That's 
me. After the war, in the reserves . What else? Here's a story about myself and this is, too. 
Local newspapers. 
Newspapers. Is that a newspaper, right? 
Yes. That's a local, that's the Portland Press. You can take that out of there. 
That's me, here, and a guy named Eugene. He's from Maine. And has to do with the war. 
During Black History Month. Giving lectures and that sort of thing. And here's an article in the 
Bridge which is something published here in Portland, and I was in on that, too. Just to give you 
an idea of some of the things that I do. This was a story that was in the Portland Press; this also 
is about the war. You didn't open this; it's an old newspaper here. All these things keep you 
busy, you know. 
I see you have done a lot of things in your life. 
I'm still active in aviation. I'm still a pilot and I'm also still a mechanic, even though I don't 
work for the agency any longer. I was an FAA inspector. And this is what an inspector does. 
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This is my identification as an inspector when I was working. And I don't know if you've ever 
seen a pilot's license, but that's a pilot's license up there. And I still fly; I'm still a pilot. But 
now I fly just for the fun of it. I take my sons flying. 
Is there anything else you would like to add to this interview about family, your 
community, or your personal leadership? 
Not, not really anything else that I can think of. Except that I noticed I was running through here, 
I ran through real fast with my experience after I left high school. But you see there's a three-
year period I didn't even talk about, and that was the three years during World War II. And at 
that time I was in the fighter squadron over in Africa and Italy, and that's when I had a chance to 
fly over Yugoslavia a couple of times as a mechanic in some of the Air Force planes. I used to 
go over to Yugoslavia, and up through to Austria, and down around Germany, and then back 
down to Italy. Couldn't fly over Switzerland because Switzerland wasn't in the war. So we 
couldn't even fly over Switzerland; we had to go around it and back to our base in central Italy. I 
don't know if you've ever been to Italy. 
No. 
It's just across the Adriatic from you. 
I know where it is, but unfortunately I've never been there. 
It's all mountains over there where you live. A re you from there, too? 
Yes. 
Oh, you didn't say that. 
It's the same country. 
You're from there too? Yeah, gees, it's all mountains over there in Yugoslavia. That was 
before you were born-1944. 
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What do you think how the people in Yugoslavia treated you? 
In where? 
In Yugoslavia. 
Oh, see, I didn't go on the ground. 
You just. .. 
Flew over. 
Oh, okay. 
We were, back in those days, the two sides, right? The Axis and the Allies. And Yugoslavia 
was with the Axis. And that's why we flew over there; we were dropping bombs on your house 
over there, that's what we were doing. That's not funny, is it? 
No. 
No. No. Tito was the president. And Tito and Hitler were like that; you know, they were 
together. I'm talking back before you were born. Hitler was in Germany, right? 
I know .. 
Tito was in Yugoslavia. Maybe I'm wrong about that, but the Germany army and the 
Yugoslavian army worked together, they did. And then later on the Russians came through from 
the other side and that mixed everything all up. And I lost track of them then. But during the 
war when I was over there, the Yugoslavian army and Germany army fought together on the 
same side against us. I remember Tito, Marshall Tito. I remember seeing his name and 
everything, but I didn't know that much about him. But he was in there at the beginning. 
People used to love him. 
Hmm? 
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People used to Tito in my country; he was very famous. 
But when the war started, everybody had to join up with somebody else, you know . France and 
England on one side; Germany, Austria, Yugoslavia on the other side. Italy was on the side of 
the Germans , too . 
We are actually finished now. I want to thank you for taking your time for the interview. 
And this is the end of the "Home Is Where I Make It" interview with Mr. Sheppard. 
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